
THANKS TO STAR TREK, space is of ten 
called the “fi nal fron tier.” I call it the
“per ma nent fron tier.” It is with out
end, for ever, and lim it less. It is truly a 

realm about which the more you learn, the
more you re al ize just how much more there is 
left to learn.

My edu ca tion in aero space has oc curred in
Con gress. I came to the House of Rep re sen ta -
tives in 1985 and served on the Space Sub com -
mit tee of the Sci ence and Tech nol ogy
Com mit tee un til my elec tion to the Sen ate in
1990. Dur ing that pe riod, Presi dent Ron ald
Rea gan re in vig or ated Ameri ca’s aware ness of

the pos si bili ties of space with his Stra te gic De -
fense Ini tia tive. I par tici pated in the twists
and turns of some very dif fi cult is sues—the
Hub ble tele scope, ex pend able launch ve hi cles 
ver sus the space shut tle, the Chal lenger dis as -
ter, and the space sta tion.

I be came a staunch sup porter of space pro -
grams dur ing those tur bu lent years, and my
in ter est in space has deep ened since then. As
chair man of the Stra te gic Forces Sub com mit -
tee on Armed Serv ices, my fo cus is now more
on the na tional se cu rity ap pli ca tions of
space—but I have never lost my fas ci na tion
with the sheer mys tery of it all. I hope my on-

32

*Adapted from a speech hosted by the Institute for Foreign Policy Analysis and the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts
University on 18 November 1998.

The Challenge of
Space Power*

SEN. BOB SMITH (R-N.H.)



 the- job edu ca tion in Con gress has taught me a 
few things.

My ap proach to space has come to rest on
three as ser tions: (1) Ameri ca’s fu ture se cu rity 
and pros per ity de pend on our con stant su -
prem acy in space; (2) al though we are ahead
of any po ten tial ri val in ex ploit ing space, we
are not un chal lenged, and our fu ture domi -
nance is by no means as sured; and (3) to
achieve true domi nance, we must com bine
ex pan sive think ing with a sus tained and sub -
stan tial com mit ment of re sources and vest
them in a dedi cated, po liti cally pow er ful, in -
de pend ent ad vo cate for space power.

Strategic Overview
With our hard ware and our brain power, the

United States has un chal lenged mas tery of air,
sea, and land. Ex cept for our gov ern ment’s fail -
ure to de fend us from bal lis tic mis siles—a glar -
ing, rep re hen si ble ex cep tion—no one can
se ri ously threaten us with con ven tional forces.

Ex perts on such things say that this is a
pe riod of “stra te gic pause,” a rare op por tu -
nity to catch our breath and re think our
strat egy and force struc ture. Al though the
cold war re quired us to fol low a course of in -
cre mental ad vances in doc trine and pro -
cure ment just to keep pace with the
Krem lin, noth ing of the scope and scale of
that tech no logi cal com pe ti tion ex ists to -
day. As they say at the war col leges, we have
no “peer com peti tor.”

Al though I vig or ously op pose those peo ple
who use this for tu nate cir cum stance to jus tify 
reck less cuts in de fense spend ing or to ratio-
 nalize their re fusal to sup port an ef fec tive bal -
lis tic mis sile de fense, I do see an op por tu nity
for us to ex ploit this pe riod of un chal lenged
con ven tional su pe ri or ity on Earth to shift
sub stan tial re sources to space. I be lieve we
can and must do this, and, if we do, we will
buy gen era tions of se cu rity that all the ships,
tanks, and air planes in the world will not pro -
vide. This would be a real “peace divi dend”—it 
would ac tu ally help keep the peace.

None of us can truly imag ine the op por tu -
ni ties that space may one day of fer. But for

now I think we can agree that space of fers us
the pros pect of see ing and com mu ni cat ing
through out the world; of de fend ing our -

selves, our de ployed forces, and our al lies;
and, if nec es sary, of in flict ing vio lence—all
with great pre ci sion and nearly in stan ta ne -
ously and of ten more cheaply. With credi ble
of fen sive and de fen sive space con trol, we will
de ter and dis suade our ad ver sar ies, re as sure
our al lies, and guard our na tion’s grow ing re -
li ance on global com merce. With out it, we
will be come vul ner able be yond our worst
fears.

Shortchanging Space
In their rheto ric, both the De part ment of De -

fense (DOD) and the Air Force have acknowl-
 edged the im por tance and prom ise of space
power. In his re port to Con gress in 1998, Sec re -
tary of De fense Wil liam Co hen stated that
“space power has be come as im por tant to the
na tion as land, sea, and air power.”1 In 1995 the
Air Force made clear in Global En gage ment that
“the me dium of space is one which can not be
ceded to our na tion’s ad ver sar ies. The Air Force
must plan to pre vail in the use of space.”2

Ex pand ing and re fin ing our abil ity to
gather and trans mit in for ma tion has been
DOD’s prin ci pal fo cus in space. The Air For -
ce’s space budget is dedi cated al most en tirely
to the main te nance and im prove ment of in -
for ma tion sys tems as a means of in creas ing
the ef fec tive ness of ex ist ing forces here on
Earth. But as im por tant as early warn ing, in -
tel li gence, navi ga tion, weather, and com mu -
ni ca tions sys tems may be, to day they are
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to exploit this period of un-
challenged conventional
superiority on Earth to shift
substantial resources to space.



ba si cally dedi cated to sup port ing nonspace
forms of power pro jec tion. Even the Air For -
ce’s Space War fare Cen ter and Space Bat tle lab
are fo cused pri mar ily on fig ur ing out how to
use space sys tems to put in for ma tion into the
cock pit in or der to drop bombs from air craft
more ac cu rately.

This is not space war fare. It is us ing space to
sup port air war fare. It is es sen tially the space
com po nent of “in for ma tion su pe ri or ity.”
Given the de gree of im por tance that Joint Vi sion
2010 and other re cent state ments of pol icy and
doc trine give to in for ma tion su pe ri or ity, it is
un der stand able that the Air Force and DOD
have tried so hard to fully ex ploit the in for ma -
tion revo lu tion. But if we limit our ap proach to
space just to in for ma tion su pe ri or ity, we will
not have fully util ized space power.

Four years ago the sec re tary of the Air Force
and the chief of staff chal lenged the Air Force
Sci en tific Ad vi sory Board to “search the world 
for the most ad vanced aero space ideas and
proj ect them into the fu ture.”3 Among the
many valu able find ings in the re sult ing New
World Vis tas re port was the fol low ing con clu -
sion: “For the U.S. to sus tain its su per power
status it will be come nec es sary not only to
show global aware ness through space based
in for ma tion, but also to be able to proj ect
power from space di rectly to the earth’s sur -

face or to air borne tar gets with ki netic or di -
rected en ergy weap ons.”4

But as I look at the way the Air Force is or gan -
ized, trained, and equipped, I do not see it
build ing the ma te rial, cul tural, and or gan iza -
tional foun da tions of a serv ice dedi cated to
space power. In deed, in some re spects it is mov -
ing back ward. Global En gage ment spoke of a
tran si tion “from an air force to an air and
space force on an evo lu tion ary path into a
space and air force” (em pha sis in origi nal).5
This lan guage, heav ily in flu enced by the revo -
lu tion ary vi sion in the New World Vis tas re -
port, was con sis tent with the kind of leap
into space power that I be lieve is nec es sary.

But the Air Force uni formed lead er ship has
re cently re placed the vi sion laid out in Global
En gage ment with the con cept of an “aero space 
force.” Al though this new ap proach is not
nec es sar ily in con sis tent with the de vel op -
ment of space power, it ap pears to re flect the
view that space is fun da men tally an in for ma -
tion me dium to be in te grated into ex ist ing
air, land, and sea forces.

Once again, I be lieve that fully in te grat ing
space- based in for ma tion ca pa bili ties into ex -
ist ing con cepts and or gani za tions is an im por -
tant near- term goal. Both the Air Force and the 
Na tional Re con nais sance Of fice (NRO) have
done a good job of ad vanc ing this cause. But if
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this is all there is to aero space, then it is a woe -
fully de fi cient con cept. It is not space power.

Where are the science- and- technology in -
vest ments and the tech nol ogy dem on stra -
tions that the Air Force is cur rently pur su ing
in or der to build a fu ture space- power pro jec -
tion ca pa bil ity? Where is the Air For ce’s
space- based missile- defense de vel op ment
pro gram? (A space- based la ser pro gram that
does not en vi sion a tech nol ogy dem on stra -
tion for 15 years or an op era tional ca pa bil ity
for 35 years is not se ri ous.) Where is the Air
For ce’s mili tary space- plane pro gram? Does
the Air Force really want to stand idle while
the Na tional Aero nau tics and Space Ad min -
istra tion (NASA) de vel ops a follow- on to the
space shut tle that may con trib ute only mar -
gin ally to meet ing the re quire ments of mili -
tary space power? Com pared to the
mag ni tude of the tech ni cal chal lenges in -
volved—and these pro grams’ po ten tial mili -
tary value—the in vest ments be ing made by the 
Air Force in these ar eas are pal try. In some
cases—pro grams in volv ing the space plane,
kinetic- energy an ti sat el lites, and Clementine
II asteroid- intercept mis sion—I have had to
per son ally ear mark funds to get the Air Force
to move for ward at all.

Per son nel in vest ments are also in ade quate. 
Many of the in sti tu tions of space power have
been es tab lished within DOD, in clud ing joint
and serv ice space com mands and the Four -
teenth Air Force, but I still do not see the emer -
gence of a war- fighting com mu nity within
the Air Force that in any way ri vals the air and
mis sile or gani za tions. Hav ing one or two
space gen er als rise to the sen ior lev els of Air
Force lead er ship is not enough. Simi larly, a
serv ice that pro motes only one space of fi cer at 
a time to briga dier gen eral is not show ing
much com mit ment to space power.

Right now, Air Force Space Com mand in -
cludes 11 gen eral of fi cers. None are ca reer space
of fi cers—al though two have had three space as -
sign ments, and three have had two space as -
sign ments (in clud ing their cur rent jobs). The
other gen er als are serv ing for the first time in
space jobs. A fur ther break out shows that five of
the 11 are com mand pi lots, five are com mand

mis si leers, and one has a com mand and con -
trol back ground. To put this in con text, con -
sider how many gen eral of fi cers at Air Com bat 
Com mand are not com mand pi lots.

Nor has the Air Force taken steps to build a
dedi cated space- warfare cadre of younger of fi -
cers. The at tempt to com bine space and mis -
sile per son nel and the ten dency to as sign
nonspace of fi cers to lead space or gani za tions
may ac tu ally un der mine the de vel op ment of a 
true space- power cul ture. Al though I strongly
sup port flexi bil ity in the ca reer paths among
dif fer ent war- fighting com mu ni ties through -
out our mili tary serv ices, it has gone too far
when most of the Air For ce’s space in sti tu -
tions and com mands are led by of fi cers who
are not space spe cial ists.

Embracing Space Power
To ask if the Air Force is se ri ous about space

is to ask the wrong ques tion. The Air Force has 
played the domi nant role in mili tary space
mat ters for dec ades. A sig nifi cant por tion of
its budget has gone to ward de vel op ing and op -
er at ing the na tion’s mili tary space sys tems. So 
no one should ques tion the Air For ce’s proud
space leg acy. But an hon ored past does not
auto mati cally mean that the Air Force is cor -
rectly poised for the fu ture.

What do DOD and the Air Force need to do
in or der to cre ate the con di tions nec es sary for
the emer gence of space power? Let me of fer
the fol low ing rec om men da tions as in tel lec -
tual fod der, if not as an ac tual road map for -
ward. Some of these sug ges tions are
spe cifi cally di rected to ward the Air Force,
while oth ers are di rected more gen er ally to -
ward DOD.

First, we must fos ter a space- power cul ture.
We must cre ate an en vi ron ment in which revo -
lu tion ary think ing about space power is not
only ac cepted but also re warded. We should
strive to re- create for space power the type of in -
tel lec tual en vi ron ment that Gen Henry “Hap”
Ar nold cre ated for air power in the wake of
World War II. We sim ply can not al low a blan ket
of po liti cal cor rect ness and bu reau cratic in er tia
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to smother those peo ple who would of fer us
the most in no va tive and revo lu tion ary vi -
sions for ex ploit ing space. The emer gence of a
real space- power force will re quire the crea -
tion of a highly skilled, dedi cated cadre of
space war ri ors clearly fo cused on space- power
ap pli ca tions—not merely on help ing air, sea,
and ground units do their job bet ter.

Sec ond, we should be more crea tive in
maxi miz ing the co op era tion be tween mili -
tary, civil, and com mer cial space practition-
 ers. We need to work ag gres sively with the
com mer cial sec tor to find a new equi lib rium
in which pri vate profit and gov ern ment cost
re duc tion meet both com mer cial and mili -

tary needs more cheaply. DOD must also co -
op er ate more with other us ers of space, such
as NASA, NRO, and the com mer cial sec tor.
Part ner ing on a range of tech nol ogy dem on -
stra tions is one way to lev er age our in vest -
ments. We must also care fully con sider the
po ten tial for pri va ti za tion and com mer cial
part ner ing in cer tain ele ments of DOD’s
space in fra struc ture—for ex am ple, in the crea -
tion and main te nance of mul ti pur pose space -
ports. DOD’s ex ist ing will ing ness to en ter
into public- private part ner ships in the area of
de pot main te nance, for ex am ple, might also
be ap plied to the space- launch arena. In this
re gard, how ever, we must ex er cise great cau -
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tion to en sure that gov ern ment con trol of
war- fighting ca pa bili ties is not jeop ard ized.

Above all, we must give our space war ri ors
the tools they need. Let me be clear—if the po -
ten tial sav ings I’ve de scribed here are not suf -
fi cient, DOD must sim ply be gin to dedi cate a
larger por tion of its budget to the de vel op -
ment and field ing of space- power sys tems. We 
can not sim ply walk away from core mis sions
or leg acy sys tems. But we also can not con -
tinue an in vest ment strat egy that con tinu ally
con signs space- power sys tems to the “out” or
even the “way- out” years—es pe cially when
space power may pro vide faster, bet ter, and
cheaper of fense and de fense.

Two Options

We will need more than a bet ter space-
 power cul ture—and more than money—if we
hope to domi nate the per ma nent fron tier. We
must be will ing to dra mati cally re struc ture
our in sti tu tional ap proach to this ul ti mate
stra te gic thea ter. As a base ball fan and coach, I
am fond of Yogi Berra, es pe cially his ad vice
“When you get to a fork in the road, take it.”
Well, to day the Air Force is at a fork in the
road. It must truly step up to the space- power
mis sion or cede it to an other or gani za tion. In
plain Eng lish, the Air Force is go ing to have to
change.

The Na tional Com mand Authori ties have
es tab lished the pol icy foun da tions for such a
tran si tion. Ac cord ing to the presi dent’s na -
tional se cu rity strat egy of Oc to ber 1998, “our
pol icy is to pro mote de vel op ment of the full
range of space- based ca pa bili ties in a man ner
that pro tects our vi tal na tional se cu rity in ter -
ests.”6 With its Global En gage ment strat egy,
the Air Force it self es tab lished the vi sion of a
space and air force—in that or der. Now the Air
Force must de cide whether it is will ing to
make the in ter nal choice to em brace space
power fully.

Changing the Air Force?

Let’s not sug ar coat this prob lem. We will
have to shed big chunks of to day’s Air Force
to pay for to mor row’s, and that will be very

pain ful. Con gress could help by al low ing the
Air Force to keep any sav ings from this di ves -
ti ture and al lo cate them di rectly to space pro -
grams. If such a change proves im pos si ble,
then we in Con gress must con sider an other
al ter na tive.

The no tion that the Air Force should have
pri mary re spon si bil ity for space is not sa cred.
For the most part, space is well out side the “wild
blue yon der.” Just be cause space hard ware and
sig nals move about over our heads, must space
be the ex clu sive do main of the Air Force?

This is not a new ques tion. In 1995 the
com mander in chief of US Space Com mand
found “no com pel ling ar gu ments” to make
the Air Force solely re spon si ble for the de sign,
launch, and op era tion of space sys tems.7 In
1997 re tired Air Force gen eral Char les Hor ner
told Space News that “if the Air Force clings to
its own er ship of space, then trade offs will be
made be tween air and space, when in fact the
trade off should be made else where.”8 Fur ther -
more, Gen Char les Kru lak, com man dant of
the Ma rine Corps, stated that “be tween 2015
and 2025, we have an op por tu nity to put a
fleet on an other sea. And that sea is space.
Now the Air Force peo ple in the audi ence are
say ing, ‘Hey that’s mine!’ And I’m say ing,
‘You’re not tak ing it.’”9

These of fi cers ex press le giti mate frus tra -
tions, but I see a risk that their con cerns could
lead to a Bal kani za tion of space power. This
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if the Special Operations Command
model does not translate—we in
Congress will have to establish an
entirely new service.



would be a set back. A bet ter ap proach to ex -
plore might be to vest US Space Com mand
with author ity simi lar to that held by US Spe -
cial Op era tions Com mand—the Ma jor Force
Pro gram (MFP) struc ture. MFP- 11 gives the
com mander of Spe cial Op era tions Com mand
sub stan tial con trol over de vel op ment, ac qui -
si tion, pro mo tions, and as sign ments in this
unique mis sion area.

US Space Com mand is per haps the only in -
sti tu tion within DOD that is de vel op ing both
the the ory and prac ti cal plans for space power. 
But the com mander in chief of US Space Com -
mand needs the teeth and claws to com pete
for—and dis pense—DOD re sources. As a con -
ser va tive Re pub li can, I am op posed to un nec -
es sary bu reauc racy. But space power is every
bit as im por tant as spe cial op era tions—per -
haps, like spe cial ops, space power should
have its own MFP and even its own as sis tant
sec re tary of de fense.

Or Creating a New “Space Force”?

Ul ti mately—if the Air Force can not or will not
em brace space power and if the Spe cial Op -
era tions Com mand model does not trans -
late—we in Con gress will have to es tab lish an
en tirely new serv ice. This may sound dra -
matic, but it is an in creas ingly real op tion. As
I have tried to con vey, I want us to domi nate
space—and frankly, I am less con cerned with
which serv ice does it than I am com mit ted to
get ting it done. This view is in creas ingly
shared by my col leagues.

Cre at ing a new mili tary serv ice to ex ploit a
new me dium is not with out prece dent. At the
close of World War I, the Army Gen eral Staff
viewed mili tary avia tion as a ser vant of
ground forces and op posed the de vel op ment
of a new serv ice that would con duct a new set
of roles and mis sions. Sen ior of fi cers with lit -
tle or no op era tional ex pe ri ence were cho sen
to guide the de vel op ment of the new avia tion
tech nolo gies, roles, and mis sions. Ground of -
fi cers con trolled pro mo tion of avia tion of fi -
cers. The Gen eral Staff re fused to fund
ac qui si tion at lev els needed by avia tors. The
vast ma jor ity of Army of fi cers were ig no rant
of—and in dif fer ent to—dis pari ties be tween US 

and for eign de vel op ment of air power. The
Army ex iled or forced into re tire ment its in -
ter nal crit ics. By any meas ure, avia tion had an
in fe rior status within the Army. As a re sult, ad -
vo cates of new roles and mis sions for avia tion, 
such as Billy Mitchell, sought or gan iza tional
in de pend ence to im ple ment their ideas. The
re sult was the crea tion by Con gress of the
Army Air Corps (1926) and, later, the United
States Air Force (1947).

A Space Force would put the same bu reau -
cratic and po liti cal mus cle be hind space mis -
sions that the Army, Navy, and Air Force flex
in theirs to day. A sepa rate serv ice would al low
space power to com pete for fund ing within
the en tire de fense budget, less en ing the some -
what un fair pres sure on the Air Force to make
most of the trade- offs and pro tect ing space-
 power pro grams from be ing raided by more
popu lar and well- established pro grams. A
sepa rate serv ice would cre ate an in cen tive for
peo ple to de velop needed new skills to op er -
ate in space and a pro mo tion path way to re -
tain those peo ple. Fur ther, a sepa rate serv ice
would ra tion al ize the di vi sion of la bor among 
the serv ices—and con soli date those tasks that
re quire spe cial ized knowl edge, such as mis -
silery and space—so that this spe cial ized
knowl edge could be ap plied more ef fec tively.

I have been a mem ber of Con gress for 14
years—long enough to learn that, very of ten,
an or gan ized ad vo cate equals po liti cal power
and that po liti cal power gets the re sources.
We may not like this—and any hand ful of us
might be able to sit down and di vide things up 
bet ter—but that is not how the Ameri can po -
liti cal sys tem works. I’d bet that—in a DOD
com prised of four serv ice de part ments—a
Space Force would get a fair share. This is a
crude method, but it is one way to en sure that
space power gets re sources.

As with any other ma jor change, there are
risks. A sepa rate serv ice would not be im mune 
to bu reau cratic stag na tion and the sup pres -
sion of new ideas as lead ers seek to achieve a
sin gle “vi sion” and una nim ity be hind it. Un -
for tu nately, unity of bu reau cratic ef fort of ten
seeks to avoid com pe ti tion of ideas—the very
com pe ti tion we need if we are to learn how to
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make new things and how to do new things.
There is no guar an tee that the ini tial vi sion—
which ever one wins in bu reau cratic com pe ti -
tion—would be the most ef fec tive in real com -
bat against a wide range of ad ver sar ies.

A sepa rate serv ice will face co or di na tion
prob lems with the ex ist ing serv ices as it seeks
to in te grate space con cerns into the Army,
Navy, Ma rine Corps, and Air Force op era -
tional con cepts, al though the Goldwater-
 Nichols De part ment of De fense Re or gani za -
tion Act should help re duce the mag ni tude of
this prob lem. A sepa rate serv ice would surely
add a level of bu reauc racy and as so ci ated
costs—al though this would be off set some -
what by the con soli da tion of ex ist ing func -
tions and com mands within the new serv ice.
Of course, there would be de ci sions to make
about which com mands and func tions to
place un der a new space serv ice. I would per -
son ally strug gle, for ex am ple, with the ques -
tion of which bal lis tic mis sile de fense
pro grams to in clude.

This would be a dra matic step. Per haps a
“Space Corps” (like the Ma rine Corps, a sepa -
rate serv ice but with out a sec re tar iat) would
be a step to ward a Space Force. Maybe the Air
Force will pre empt these dra matic changes by
truly be com ing the “Space and Air Force.” But
space domi nance is sim ply too im por tant to
al low any bu reauc racy, mili tary de part ment,
serv ice ma fia, or pa ro chial con cern to stand in 
the way. I in tend to mus ter all of the po liti cal
sup port I can to take any step nec es sary to
make true space power and space domi nance a 
re al ity for the United States of Amer ica.

Conclusion

Amer ica has al ways been a na tion of dis -
cov er ers and ex plor ers. It suits our na tional
char ac ter to pur sue the per ma nent fron tier of
space. Like Co lum bus, we must dare to move
away from the “old world”—old vi sion, old
strat egy, and old in sti tu tions—if we are to
truly en ter the “new world” of space.

As the sen ior sena tor from New Hamp -
shire, I am proud to rep re sent the state that
sent as tro naut Alan Shepard and teacher
Christa McAu liffe to par tici pate in the na -
tional space pro gram. As you re call, Christa
per ished with her brave com rades aboard the
Chal lenger one aw ful morn ing in Janu ary
1986. Christa said, “I touch the fu ture—I
teach.” Christa touched the fu ture in our chil -
dren, and she sought to touch the fu ture as an
as tro naut. Like Presi dent Rea gan, she helped
cre ate a wave of en thu si asm for space ex plo ra -
tion.

We must re new this en thu si asm. The
Ameri can peo ple are ready. Look at the popu -
lar ity of space and science- fiction films—
Apollo 13, In de pend ence Day, Ar ma ged don, and
eight Star Trek mov ies. Look at the pub lic’s fas -
ci na tion with the re cent jour ney back to space 
of John Glenn, my Armed Serv ices Com mit -
tee col league.

We are near ing the end of man kind’s
bloodi est cen tury. Through enor mous sac ri -
fice, Amer ica has pre served its own free dom
and has freed mil lions around the world. As
lead ers, we must seek an Apollo- like com mit -
ment from the Ameri can peo ple. We must ask
them to reach into space again with gusto—for 
its sci ence, its mys tery, and the se cu rity it can
of fer us. Con trol of space is more than a new
mis sion area—it is our moral leg acy, our next
Mani fest Des tiny, our chance to cre ate se cu -
rity for cen tu ries to come.
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